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debated internationally.  It is commonly believed that there is a widening gap 
between UK and US universities in both quantity and quality of scientific output. We 
measured science production of UK and US universities using the ISI Web of Science 
data for the period 1975 – 2004.  Surprisingly, we found that the top 20 UK 
universities are now catching-up with the US universities. 
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Abstract 
Measuring science production and stimulating top scientific performance are hotly 
debated internationally.  It is commonly believed that there is a widening gap between 
UK and US universities in both quantity and quality of scientific output. We measured 
science production of UK and US universities using the ISI Web of Science data for 
the period 1975 – 2004.  Surprisingly, we found that the top 20 UK universities are 
now catching-up with the US universities. 
 
The US has most of the best universities in the world1, but science production in the 
European Union nations has now grown to surpass America2,3. Nonetheless, it is 
commonly believed that there is a widening gap between UK and US universities in 
both quantity and quality of scientific output. We measured science production of UK 
and US universities using the ISI Web of Science4 data for the period 1975 – 2004, 
production being defined as publications and citations2,3,5. Surprisingly, we found that 
the top 20 UK universities are now catching-up with the US universities. 
The ISI Web of Science (WoS)4 is organised into three domains: Science (medical and 
natural sciences), Social Science, and Arts and Humanities (A&H). We determined 
publication and citation counts for 94 UK universities6 and 299 US universities7 
(national universities and top 50 liberal arts colleges) for all years between 1975 – 
2004. The WoS was searched for each university and each year to determine the 
number of publications published by members of the given university in the given 
year and the number of citations that these papers received since they were published 
up to the time of data collection (February 2006). Total counts for five year periods 
were pooled to reduce yearly fluctuations. 
The UK universities were ranked for the six five-year periods, the three domains of 
WoS, and for publication and citation counts. The top 20 UK universities were 
determined for each of these 36 UK rankings. The joint set of UK and US universities 
was also ranked in the same way, producing 36 UK-US ranking. For the top 20 UK 
universities in each UK ranking we calculated their average rank in the corresponding 
UK-US ranking (see Figure 1 and Table 1 for numerical values).  
Contrary to common belief, the top 20 UK universities showed improving average 
UK-US ranking in all three domains of academic research. Improvement in number 
(quantity) of publications has been progressive and accelerating over 30 years. The 
citation (quality) ranking decreased in the first 15 years, but has rapidly improved 
over the past 15 years with a rise of 20 – 30 places in average rankings in all three 
research domains.  
Top UK universities have improved most in the Arts and Humanities compared with 
US universities, both in quantity and quality. However, Arts and Humanities 
contribute a decreasing proportion of total research production throughout this 
period4. If UK universities aim to maintain the current trend of relative improvement, 
incentives for maximum growth will need to be shifted towards the Science domain, 
which generates by-far the greatest proportion of publications and citations4. This 
might be assisted if the UK Research Assessment Exercise (RAE)8 moved towards 
measuring research output metrics such as publication and citation counts9. 
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Figure 1. Average ranking of top 20 UK universities according to publication (A) and 
citation (B) counts in the joint US – UK rank lists in Arts & Humanities, Social 
Science and Science.  
  
Table 1. The calculated average values and standard deviations of the ranking of top 
20 UK universities according to publication and citation counts in the joint US – UK 
rank list in Arts & Humanities, Social Science and Science. 
 
 
 
 
